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Here in Britain, the Deaf community have experienced oppression and ridicule, have been 
‘subject to an onslaught of labels and negative stereotyping’ (Corker, 1990:1), and have 
‘suffered by having their language ignored or insulted.’ (Sutton-Spence and Woll, 1998:9).  
They have seen their language banned out-right3 at the will of professional educators insistent 
upon an ‘oralist’ approach4.  Mary Brennan quotes the Royal Commission of 1889 ‘which 
recommended that children should be “taught to speak and lip-read on the pure oral system”’ 
(1992:4) which effectively led to a ban on the use of sign language in schools.  
 
The significance of this historical oppression and suppression of BSL-use is a recurrent theme 
throughout both secular and faith-based Deaf literature (Ladd, 2003; Lewis, 2007; Sutton-
Spence & Woll, 1998).  As Paddy Ladd observes; ‘the destruction of a people’s language and 
culture is perhaps the most insidious (and effective) kind [of colonial violence] of all’ (2003:24). 
Many Deaf people have experienced abuse at the hands of educators and medics as these 
professionals have tried to ‘normalise’ them into the majority, hearing community.  
 
In light of such attitudes, after years of oppression and devaluation of its language & culture, 
how does the Deaf community develop confidence in its own language as appropriate for 












undertaken by William Stokoe (1960) have been instrumental in bringing about a shift in 
attitudes to signed languages.  Over the last forty years, signed languages in many countries 
have ‘achieved linguistic recognition as natural languages’ (Brien 1992:X).  Specifically, ‘one 
of the most important results of sign linguistics studies…has been to demonstrate to everyone 
(who cares to look) that BSL is a language just as good as English, or any other language’ 







































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































BSL Bible Translation Project/Doctor of Practical Theology, 
University of Manchester 
 
Project Title 
Study and evaluation of a process of Biblical translation and itsimpact on community 
identity: a case-study in contextual hermeneutics. 
 
Outline of Proposed Project 
 
The BSL Bible Translation Project 
British Sign Language (BSL) is the preferred language of 50,000–70,000 
Deaf people, for whom English may be a second or third language. At 
least 250,000 hearing people who have a proficiency in the language also 
use it. BSL is a visual/spatial language, which is governed by its own 
grammatical rules, using hand shapes, hand movements and facial 
expressions to convey meaning. More people (Deaf and hearing) use BSL 
than speak Welsh or Gaelic. On 18 March 2003, BSL was recognised by 
Parliament as a national minority language of the United Kingdom. Deaf 
people in the UK exist within the majority culture, but are also part of 
their own community, with its own language and culture. This Deaf 
community varies in its ability to access the written English of wider 
society. Deaf people often refer to the period from the late 1960s onward 
as a ‘renaissance’ of Deaf culture, as they have become more involved in 
challenging wider societal discourses. This has found expression in 
linguistic and, more recently, cultural research into Deaf people’s 
language and community and helped to improve access to services and 
provision in sign language. 
 
Deaf Christians in the UK have never had access to the Bible in their own 
language. They rely on interpretations from English, largely done ‘on the 
spot’ in Christian gatherings. Deaf people are becoming more involved in 
mainstream Church life and as their confidence in their language and skills 
increase, so does their need to be equipped to reflect theologically on 
their own sacred texts. At present this has to take place entirely in what 
could be considered their ‘second’ language, and so the BSL Bible 
Translation Project will give the UK Deaf community a Bible in their own 
language, for the first time. The Project aims to produce a translation 
acceptable to all major Christian denominations. The Deaf community will 
lead and be stakeholders in the process to ensure a translation that is 
linguistically accurate and culturally aware. Translation will be done by 
teams of experienced Deaf and hearing translators who are bilingual in 
both English and BSL, advised by experts in Biblical hermeneutics. 
 
BSL is a naturally evolving language of the Deaf community with no 
written form. This means that the Bible in BSL will be produced in digital 
video form and delivered through a range of media, which is likely to 
include Internet, DVD, personal computer and mobile technologies. 





stages: the initial objective of the project will be to translate the Gospel of 
Mark into BSL by the year 2011 (to coincide with the 400th anniversary of 
the translation of the King James Bible). In addition to this, a book from 
the Hebrew Bible will be translated, and work on these first two books will 
establish the formal process of the bulk of the project work beyond 2011. 
The cycle of translation and consultation is implemented on a 10-12 week 
cycle, including all the steps of community consultation within the 
translation process. 
 
The research project 
The proposal is for a collaborative research studentship to study and 
evaluate a process of Biblical translation and its impact on community 
identity as a case-study in contextual hermeneutics. 
The research project has strong correspondence with aims and themes of 
the Religion and Society programme and it offers the following: a unique 
case study of the impact of a sacred text on a minority community, and 
that community’s impact on the interpretation of the text; an investigation 
of a methodology for the analysis and visual representation of sacred 
texts; a development of user-led research; a development of interdisciplinary 
themes and approaches in the fields of linguistics, cultural 
studies, translation theory, theological and Biblical studies and 
technological applications and in the emerging field of Deaf Studies; a 
contribution to public awareness in wide consultation using existing 
networks and new ones, and in the dissemination of the Project’s product. 
 
The research project lies within the research theme ‘Texts, Spaces, Rituals 
and Objects’ (with some crossover in aspects of Identity and Community, 
Religion and Media, and Education and Socialisation). It offers the 
opportunity to review and critique the methodologies of biblical translation 
and end-user involvement within the BSL Bible Translation Project, as a 
case study in the relationship between sacred texts and cultural identity. 
The intellectual issues to be addressed include the hermeneutical 
approaches that are used in translating from a written and spoken 
language into a visual-spatial language; the relationship of a somatic, 
embodied text and the ‘performative’ theologies of Deaf Christians; and 
impact on cultural identity when individuals and groups receive texts for 
the first time in their own language. The study may also include a 
comparison between the particular reading strategies of Deaf Christians 
and other liberationist and practical theologies which stress the theological 
significance of context and experience. 
 
As a participant and observer in a number of regional translation teams, 
and as a member of the panel reviewing the reception of the work, the 
researcher will have an overview of the translation and reception of the 
whole of the first book (the Gospel of Mark) in the Project, and of the pilot 
stages of a book of the Hebrew Bible throughout September 2007-August 
2010. The ongoing dissemination to a network of BSL users (using a 
dedicated web-site and an e-mail discussion group) of the researcher’s 
critique, in consultation with other academics and practitioners in the 





The researcher will be enrolled on the Doctor of Practical Theology (DPT) 
programme at the University of Manchester. This is a ground-breaking 
initiative in doctoral study, being one of a new breed of ‘professional 
doctorates’ rapidly gaining currency in the arts, humanities and social 
sciences. It is a practice-based research degree aimed at candidates from 
a range of professional and voluntary contexts. It is therefore ideally 
suited to meet the expectations of the collaborative arrangement, since it 
emphasises the importance of building advanced skills and capacities in 
‘action-research’ of the very kind proposed within this bid. Since the DPT 
is assessed by means of a portfolio of work (including a literature review, 
research proposal, publishable articles and extended dissertation), it 
provides a phased and managed route through the research process as 
well as offering a structured programme of research training via four 
residential seminars per year. The doctoral candidate will therefore benefit 
from participation in a cutting-edge research initiative, tailor-made to the 
practice-based nature of the research project. The emphasis within the 
project on reflective practice - via journaling, the use of qualitative and 
collaborative research methods, and the stress on producing publishable 
material - represent tangible opportunities for evaluating the ‘added value’ 
of the research project not only for the researcher, but in his/her wider 
professional context, for participants from Deaf communities, as well as 
the various academic disciplines represented. 
 
The DPT at Manchester has already received recognition as a ‘flagship’ 
PGR programme: Professor Graham (Programme Director of the DPT and 
Lead Supervisor for this project) is in receipt of £20k over three years 
from the Centre of Excellence in Enquiry-Based Learning (one of the 
HEFCE CETLs) to develop enquiry-based learning through developing 
practice-based research at PGR level. The Lead Supervisor from the BSL Bible 
Translation Project has considerable professional experience in project 
management and in academic supervision. There is crossover in the membership 
of academics on the advisory board for the research project (see 6 above) and 
membership of the regional translation teams and the management 
group. The involvement of the British and Foreign Bible Society supports 
the expertise in translation studies. 
 
What new and original contribution to research in this area will 
this project make? 
 This research is unique in its analysis of the correlation between a 
visual-spatial language and its embodied and performative 
representation in the context of corporate ritual. 
 It also provides a case-study in the linguistic and hermeneutical 
issues presented by the transition from written script to visualspatial 
medium. 
 The project will shed new light on strategies used in Black, feminist 
and other liberationist hermeneutics whereby a marginalized 
community looks for itself in its sacred scriptures, and the 
consequent emergence of a vernacular, contextual theology by and 
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Translation team check drafts 
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 Participant Information Sheet – Individual 
The BSL Bible Translation Project: An Evaluative Review 
Introduction 
After four and a half years of translation work, The BSL Bible Translation Project is about to 
publish a pilot Sign Language text; a section of The Gospel of Mark. This will be offered to 
the Deaf Community with the hope that they will feedback to us about how useful it is to 
them, how easy it is to watch and any changes or additions they would like to see in the final 
version. This feedback will be used to inform how the rest of the Gospel of Mark is translated 
and produced. 
The Project would also like to gather the views of many of the people who have been 
involved in the creation of this pilot text; people like yourself who have experiences and 
opinions about how we have achieved this first milestone. You may also have ideas about 
how we could go forward in ways that are more effective or more ethical. The project would 
like you to share those experiences and ideas with us. 
Between February and July 2011, our Student Researcher, Tracey Raistrick, will be working 
with us in team meetings and one-to-one sessions as we evaluate our work. These will be 
times where we can think about our journey thus far and begin to plan for the ongoing work 
of the project as we move into the next phase of translation work. 
Tracey will gather our thoughts together to create a report for the BSL Bible Translation 
Project trustees, ready in the autumn of 2011. She may also publish some of the findings in 
academic or professional journals and use them as a basis for her Doctoral thesis. 
What will I be asked to do if I take part? 
The BSL Bible Translation Project will be setting aside time during their regular meetings for 
this evaluation to take place. Some additional sub-groups meetings may also be arranged. 
For those people who don’t attend our regular meetings, Tracey will arrange one-to-one 
sessions (between one and two hours per session) so that you can contribute fully to the 
review. During those sessions you will have opportunities to share your views and 
experiences of working in or with the BSL Bible Translation Project. If you agree to take part, 
the comments you make will be included in the information we use to write the final report. 
Do I have to take part? 
No. If you are not interested in this research you do not have to take part. If you decide to 
take part and then change your mind, you can drop out at any stage. 
Will I be paid to take part? 







Will any information I give be kept confidential? 
Yes. The on-to-one meetings will be filmed, transcribed and kept as both a video and a 
written record, without your name attached.  Only Tracey will see the film.  She will do the 
transcription too, so no interpreters will see the film. Tracey will make sure that any 
information shared cannot be connected to any individual person. 
If we wish to use any quotations from your interview, we will do this either in English (without 
your name attached) or with a member of the research team or an actor signing. If you would 
prefer that we do not use quotations from your interview, we would still like you to take part in 
the evaluation/review.  
What will happen to video and English records of my involvement in the review? 
Video material and any transcriptions will be destroyed 5 years after publication of the 
research findings. 
What are the benefits of being involved in the review? 
By being involved in the review, you will help the BSL Bible Translation Project team 
members to better understand their own work and, therefore, be able to plan their future 
translation work more effectively. Publication of the findings may be of benefit to the Deaf 
Community as more people understand about their language (BSL). It may also help other 
translators working in signed languages in other countries. 
Who is the lead researcher, Tracey Raistrick? 
Tracey has been working with the BSL Bible Translation Project since October 2007 as a 
researching professional funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). She 
is a qualified Sign Language Interpreter (UCLAN, 2007) who is also studying for a 
Professional Doctorate in Practical Theology at The University of Chester.  She is a member 
of the Social Research with Deaf People research group at the University of Manchester.  
She has two supervisors; Professor Alys Young, a signer who has many years of experience 
of research with members of the Deaf Community, and Professor Elaine Graham, who is a 
highly regarded Practical Theologian.  
Where can I contact you if I have a question during or after the review? 
E-mail:   
Tracey Raistrick 
Social Research with Deaf People 
4.313 University Place, Oxford Rd 
Manchester M13 9PL 
This project has been approved by the 
Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee,  








Consent Form: The BSL Bible Translation Project: An Evaluative Review 
 Please circle 
I have been given information about the study in my preferred language 
(BSL/English) by the research team. YES/NO 
I consent to take part as a volunteer. YES/NO 
I understand that I am free to drop out at any time without giving any reason 
and without negative consequences for myself. YES/NO 
I understand the risks & benefits involved in taking part in the study. These 
have been explained to me. YES/NO 
I consent to the interview being filmed/audio recorded for the purposes of the 
study and understand that it will only be viewed/heard by members of the 
research team. 
YES/NO 
The research team may use anonymous quotations from my interviews 
either …...in written English or  
                                in BSL, signed by themselves or by an actor 
YES/NO 
YES/NO 
I understand that the tapes of the interview and any transcriptions will be 
destroyed 5 years after publication of the research. YES/NO 
I confirm that I will provide accurate and impartial information, to the best of my knowledge 
and ability. 
Signed...........................................................................Date.............................  
NAME (BLOCK LETTERS)................................................................................ 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
I confirm that I have provided signed and/or written information that fully explains the purpose 
of the investigation and the risks involved. (for office use only) 
Signed............................................................Date..............................  
NAME ……………TRACEY RAISTRICK....     (Lead Researcher) 
This project has been approved by the 
Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee,  
University of Chester, Parkgate Rd, Chester, CH1 4BJ 
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NVIVO Coding: Initial codes 
 
165 
 
 
 
Digital Material 
CD1:   Th8002: Literature Review 
    Th8003: Publishable Article 
    TH8004: Reflection on Practice 
    TH8005: Research Proposal 
CD2: The Gospel of Mark – 1:1‐3:6 
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